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RAMBLER AND CULLY
Rochester's Satire
and the
Self-Presentation
of the
Restoration Rake
John O'NeiU

Earl of Rochester did not write for posterity, or even
publication. In fact, he was, perhaps more than any
—other important poet, a writer for a coterie. His admirer
Robert Wolseley wrote, after Rochester's death, "Neither did my Lord
Rochester design those Songs.. .for any publick or common Entertain
ment whatever, but for the private Diversion of those happy Few
whom he us'd to charm with his Company and honour with his
Friendship."^ And Rochester himself, apparently writing without irony,
denounced the praise of the vulgar:
f

' Robert Wolseley, "Preface" to Vakntiman, a Traffdf, as Tis Altered ly the fate Earl of Rochester
(1685), in J. E. Spingarn, ed.. Critical Essays of the Seventeenth Century, 3 vols. (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1957), vol. 3,1-31.
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I loath the Rabble, 'tis enough for me
If Sydley, Shadwell, Shepheard, Wicherley,
Godolphin, Buder, Buckhurst, Buckinghame,
And some few more, whome I omitt to name.
Approve my sence, I count their Censure Fame?

The private mode of circulation of Rochester's poetry poses a special
kind of problem for the twentieth or twenty-first century scholar or
critic of his poetry. Poetry, like all human utterance, can best be
understood in its context. When a poet writes for publication or
general circulation, he places his utterance in a context that can be
generally understood. But a poet who writes for the "private Diver
sion of a limited circle may intentionally place that utterance in a
private context, perhaps even one designed deliberately to mislead
outsiders. It then becomes the responsibility of any critic who hopes
to interpret the poetry to reconstruct, as much as possible, the context
in which it appeared to its first readers.
Although Rochester was the subject of numerous critical and
biographical studies in the twentieth century, it is only in the last two
decades that a systematic bibliographical study has been made of the
private context of his poetry—that is, the means by which he and other
Court Wits arranged for their work to be circulated in manuscript and
by which they controlled its circulation, not only making it available to
the "happy Few" but keeping it out of the hands of the "Rabble."^
Reading Rochester's poetry in this private context, among the poems
of his fellow court poets, can help us to understand the meaning of
some of his most enigmatic poems.
Central to all of Rochester's satires is the figure of the speaker, a
rake who has seemed to many critics to be self-portrait. In this essay
I argue that the expectations Rochester's coterie might have for this
^ "An Allusion to Horace 10 Sat: 1" Book," 74,11. 120-24. Quotations from Rochester's
poems and from poems sometimes attributed to Rochester have been taken from The Works
of John Wi/motEarlof Rochester, Harold Love, ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).
Poems not in Love's edition are identified by their early manuscript or printed sources.
^ See Harold Love, ScrihalRublication inSeventeenth-Centuty England(Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1993); The Complete Toems of John Wilmot Earl of Rochester, David M. Vieth, ed. (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1968); The Poems of John Wilmot Earl of Rochester, Keith Walker, ed.
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1984); and Love's edition, dted above.
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speaker were significandy different from those the same figure might
raise outside that circle and those we might hold in our own time.
I hope to show in this essay, by examining a selection of narrative
poetry written within the circle of the Court Wits, how the figure of the
rake-speaker in these poems behaves and how he differs from the
seductive Machiavels of the stage. Then I will examine several of
Rochester's poems in the context of a revised view of the rake, to
demonstrate how a clearer recognition of the character of the speaker
in his poetry can increase our understanding of the point and direction
of his satire.
Because the word rake is central to this discussion, it is necessary
to clarify my use of the term. Although writers both in the Restoration
and since often use the words rake and libertine as if they were synony
mous, I attempt for the purpose of this discussion to observe the
following distinction between them: a rake can be identified by his
behavior, a libertine by both his behavior and his ideas. Libertines and
rakes act in much the same ways, but rakes act on impulse, whereas
libertines act with a consciousness of philosophical principles. For
example, both rakes and libertines are sexually promiscuous if they can
be, but a libertine might ground his promiscuity in a belief that
monogamy is unnatural and that the sanctity of marriage is no more
than a myth.
Although this distinction is not necessarily a part of ordinary usage
either in the seventeenth century or today, it is consistent with the
historical senses of both words. According to the Oy^ord English
Dictionary, a rake is "a man of loose habits and immoral character; an
idle dissipated man of fashion."^ The word libertine has historically had
a tangled complex of meanings, but as James Grantham Turner has
demonstrated, it is often associated with antinomianism, with theologi
cal and philosophical skepticism rather than with atheism, with defiance
of organized religion, as well as hedonism.'
Turner points out that libertinism is rooted in class status:
"Libertines are not anarchists, since they believe in laws to govern 'the
rabble'; for themselves, however, they claim a special privilege or grace
•* Oxford English Dictionaiy (OED), 20 vols. (Oxford; Clarendon Press, 1989,2nd ed.), vol. 8,
144.
'James Grantham Turner, "The Properties of Libertinism," Eighteenth-Cmtuiy Lfe 9 (1985):
75-78.
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which allows them, or even compels them, to break those laws."® In
the court poems—and therefore in this discussion—stakes are exclu
sively male and, insofar as their class status can be determined, they are
members of the gentry or nobility.

^ I: The Image of the Rake in
Restoration Court Poetry ^
The poems of the Court circle concerned with the life of the rake form
a miscellaneous group. One subset may be called "ramble
poems"—first-person narratives of the rakes' adventures, often
presented as episodes in a single night. Frequently the word ramble,
meaning a stroll or purposeless journey, is used in the title, as in "The
Night Ramble," "A Rambler," "Captain RadcUffe's Ramble," and
Rochester's own "A Ramble in St. James's Park." Other groups of
poems range from mock-encomia on drink and sex to poems of advice
about avoiding venereal disease.
In this group of poems written for circulation within their coterie,
the speakers are rakes (in the sense in which I have attempted to
^stinguish the rake from the libertine) who portray their lives as
intense in both thought and action. For example, the rake in these
narrative poems is frequently drunk; his drunkenness is a precondition
of whatever else happens in the narrative. Vigorous, almost frantic
sexual activity is a preoccupation. The rake in the court poetry is nearly
always either fornicating with a woman, searching for one, or recover
ing from one. In his encounters with women he is not seductive or
controlling, but abrupt, boorish, and direct. Although the lampoons
and personal satires of the period tell us that women of the nobility and
upper classes were often sexually promiscuous,' the rakes in narrative
poetry are always involved with prostitutes, often in degrading or
unpleasant circumstances.
Vandalism and bullying are other characteristic activities. Rakes
break windows, threaten and sometimes beat whores and pimps, and

' Turner, "Properties of Libertinism," 80.
'See John Harold Wilson, ed.. Court Satim of the Bjstorotieii (Columbus: Ohio State Uiuversity
Press, 1976).
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assault constables. In "The Night Ramble," for example, the rake,
searching for a woman, draws his sword to threaten a pimp and, when
he disagrees 'wdth the whore he finds, kicks her downstairs.®
In these pursuits, the rake figure in the narrative poems does not
much resemble the suave and controlled rakes who are the heroes of
Restoration comedies, such as Dorimant, Horner, Archer, Young
Fashion, or Mirabell. Indeed, he seems more to resemble some of the
fools, such as Blunt in Behn's The Rover. The key differences between
the stage rake and the rake in these narratives involve control and
intensity. The heroes in the plays, detached and self-controlled, seek
to control others. The speakers in the narrative Court poems are so
filled with passionate intensity that they cannot control themselves.
. This difference may be accounted for at least in part as a function
of the public-private distinction I have already pointed out. Although
many courtiers avidly patronized the theater, the audience in the
Restoration playhouse was a highly diverse ffiixture of classes and
occupations. A successful play needed to please not only the nobility
and gentry, but citizens, apprentices, workingmen, and other plebeians.
The Court poems, on the other hand, were written and circulated
within a deliberately restricted coterie.'
Two psychological qualities characterize the rakes in the narratives
by the Court Wits. One is a vocal and passionate dogmatism.
"Caution and openness of mind," remarks a modern critic of the
seventeenth-century libertine, "were not among his distinguishing
characteristics."" Dryden, in his portrait of Zimri (the Duke of
Buckingham, a rake in excellent standing) in Absalom and Achitophel,
puts it even better:
Rayling and praising were his usual Theams,
And both (to shew his Judgment) in Extreams:"

' Anonymous, "The Night Ramble" ["Drunk as a beggar or a lord"], British Library MS.
Harleian 7312, 83-84.
' On the diversity of the playhouse audience, see Robert D. Hume, The Development of English
Drama in the hate Seventeenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon Pess,1976), 24-25; on the effects of
private circulation on Court poetry, see Love, Scribal Publication, 207-17.
Dale Underwood, Etherege and the Seventeenth-Century Come^ of Manners (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1957), 80.
"John Dsyitti, Absalom and Achitophel The Works of John Dryden, 20 vols., Edward Niles
Hooker, H. T. Swedenberg, and Vinton A. Dearing, eds. (Berkeley: University of California
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Dryden's portrait is, of course, unsympathetic. But if he had substi
tuted wit for judgment in the second line of his couplet, the statement
would agree in substance with the rake's own view of himself. The
rake poems are full of both railing and praising, and it seems clear that
in the circle from which they originated, the ability to do both
eloquently and with spirit was one of the most valued qualities of a man
of wit.
The encomia are often touched with irony, as in Shadwell's praise
of ale in his verse episde to Wycherley;
Ale, that makes Tinker might Witty,
And makes him DroU out merry Ditty:
Ale, that much strengthens Pedlar's Back,
And makes him lightly trudge with Pack:
With Ale that makes e'en Hunting Sweet,
When Hunters after damn'd Falls meet.
And o'er Black Pot together set.
All that day's Accidents repeat:'^
Another is this urbanely obscene encomium by Buckhurst:
CuntI Whose strong charms the world bewitches.
The joy of kings! the beggar's riches!
The courtier's business! statesman's leisure!
The tired tinker's ease and pleasure!"
A third example, Oldham's Pindaric ode, "Sardanapalus," is a master
piece of mock-encomium devoted to an arch-libertine figure drawn
from mythic history.'''

Press, 1956-2000), vol. 2,21-22, II. 555-56.
" "A Letter from Mr. Shadwell to Mr. Wicheriey," in The Complete Wortes of Thomas Shadwell,
5 vols., Montague Summers, ed. (London: Fortune Press,1927), vol. 5,227-29, here 227,11.
3-10.
" "Another Letter," in The Poems of Sir George Ether^e, James Thorpe, ed. (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1963), 40-42, here 42,11. 81-S4.
" See The Poems of John Oldham, Harold F. Brooks, ed., with the Collaboration of Raman
Selden (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 344-51, and John H. O'Neill, "Oldham's
'Sardanapalus': A Restoration Mock-Encomium and Its Topical Implications," CBo 5 (1976):
193-210.
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The railing is passionate and often bitter, aroused by the slightest
provocation or pretext. The speaker in "The Night Ramble" abrupdy
greets a whore with an oath:
Turning a Lane p] met a Gypsie
Who streight on me did cast a sheeps eye.
Hah! bitch, said I, where are you budgingp]'^
In "Captain Radcliff s Ramble," the speaker responds to the challenge
of the watch in the same way:
Stand! Stand! Says one, and come before—
You lye, said I, like a Son of a Whore,
I can't nor will not stand,—that's more—
D'ye mutter?^®
The speaker in "The Debauchee," disappointed over the loss of his
whore and plagued with a hangover, rails at his servants.
Both the railing and praising are means, for the rake, of attacking
conventional schemes of value. The encomia incorporate the irony of
the "paradoxical encomium": the subjects of extravagant praise may
be trivial, low, or simply unconventional, but there would be no wit in
the praise if it were not startling." The railing is the classical satyr's
calling things by their right names. Society at large may treat the
"whore of the bulk" with contempt and the "whore of the alcove" with
respect, but the rake knows that a whore is a whore, and he says so as
blatandy, creatively, and insistentiy as he can.
Alan S. Fisher, in an article on Thomas Shadwell, uses the phrase
"true believer" in discussing the rake's dogmatism. A true believer, like
a sceptic, may oppose orthodox ideas, but the two types do so in
radically different ways. "The true believer...also held paradoxical
beliefs, but did so without recognizing them for what they were. His
was a mind filled with clear and distinct images, but his image-retention

Anonymous, "Night Ramble," 83,11. 11-13.
" Alexander Radcliffe, The 'Ramble: AnAnti-Heroick Poem. Together mth Some TerrestrialT^mns
and Carnal Ejaculations (Printed for the Author, 1682), 85—110, here 107,11. 353-56.
" See Henry Knight Miller,"The Paradoxical Encomium with Special Reference to its Vogue
in England, 1660-1800," Modem Philology 53 (1956): 145—78.
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was brief. A skeptic resolves contraries by believing in nothing
absolutely; the true believer resolves them by believing in each with all
his heart, one at a time."'® The key to this kind of "true belief is the
passionate intensity with which the rake lives. Living in the present,
without thought of past or future, he has no thought to waste on any
contradiction between what he now believes and what he believed in
the past.
A second significant quality of the rake's mind, also a consequence
of the intensity of his life, is his lack of control. The rake intentionaUy
subjects his will to forces, both within and outside himself, over which
he cannot exercise control. There is a paradox in the fact that the rake,
having freed himself from whatever social and moral forces might
restrain him, surrenders himself to other forces that impel him in
directions he cannot foresee. But his life is a life of the passions; there
would be no point to it if he restrained them, even if in not restraining
them he constantly courts disaster.
Compulsive gambling can be one avenue to excess. In Radcliffe's
Ramble the rake speaker is challenged to a game of dice, is unable to
stop of his own accord, and is saved only by the timely intervention of
a friend, who leads him from one vice to another:
As luck would have it, in came Will,
Perceiving things went very ill.
Quoth he, y' ad better go and swill
Canary."*
Dnnk, too, carries the rake into excesses from which he cannot
extricate himself. The speakers in Radcliffe's "Ramble" and in "A
Rambler are both apprehended by the watch simply because they are
too intoxicated to flee or to defend themselves.
Even love makes the rake a fool. Buckhurst—albeit with tongue
in cheek—describes himself in the posture of a romantic lover,
mourmng in the country for the town prostitute, Mrs. Cuffley:
In dismal shades—with arms across
22^6
" RadcUffe, "Ramble," 89,11. 57-60,

Thonias ShadweU," Studies in Philology 71 (1974):
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I sit lamenting of my loss.
To Echo I her name commend,
Who has it now at her tongue's end.^"
The force that most often drives the rake is sexual desire. To get a
woman he will "scour" the area where she might be found. Though
disease and disgust may turn him temporarily from her, he soon
returns. The anonymous "Mock Song" gives a succinct picture of the
reversals of mood through which the rake goes—driving the woman
from him one day, calling her back the next, hating her when he
discovers that she has "shankered" him, desiring her again when he is
cured:
But when by the Assistance of honest Fourcade
I am Cur'd of my Clapp, I gott of my Jade,
When my Running is stopt, & my reines are well purg'd.
And I by my Letchery feele my selfe urg'd,
O then tis, oh then tis my Pintle does Itch
And I seek, and I seek, a Fresh Bitch.^'
A witty account of the rake's subjection to desire and the disaster he
risks is a lengthy metaphor in a verse letter from Buckhurst to
Etherege, comparing a man to a ship and his penis to the rudder—
The powerful rudder which of force
To Town will shortly steer my course;
And if you do not there provide
A port where I may safely ride.
Landing in haste, in some foul creek,
'TIS ten to one I spring a leak.^

"Another Letter from Lord Buckhurst to Mr. Etherege," in Poms ofEthmg/i, 40-41, here
41, U. 34-37.
" Anonymous, "Mock Song" ("I passe all my homes with a Lusty yoimg Whore"), in Harvard
MS. Eng. 636F, 283-84,11.18-23.
^ "A Letter from Lord Buckhurst to Mr. George Etherege ," in Etherege, Poems, 35-37,11.
41-46.
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When the take's lust is thwarted, it flates into rage, as in "The De
bauchee," where the rake who has been jilted by his whore rails at his
servants, or in "The Night Ramble," where the rake kicks his whore
downstairs.^^
As it is depicted in Restoration court narrative poetry, then, the life
of a rake is hectic, violent, and above all, intense—^intense in its
pleasures, its pains, its desires, and its hatreds. It is a life in which
failure is more frequent than success. The actions and qualities of mind
I have just discussed lead the rake not to happiness or even pleasure,
but to frustration, chagrin, pain, and disease. He is regxolarly the victim
of circumstances and the cully or dupe of those around him.
Often whores dupe or bilk the rakes. The narrator of "The Night
Ramble pays a whore to come to his room, but she refuses to service
him in such squalid digs. After kicking her out he must "ease both
prick and head" himself.^'* In "The Argument," the protagonist is
cheated by two whores who promise him intercourse with a third only
if he can achieve an orgasm with the first two twelve times in succes
sion. But when he performs the impossible task, they insist that the last
time was "a dry-bob."^^ In "The Debauchee," the rake is robbed by his
whore when he faUs asleep after his orgasm.
The rake s environment contains other dangers. The rake in "A
Rambler" attempts intercourse with a whore on a bulk; the bulk
collapses and the two of them fall into a cobbler's shop, are sei2ed by
the watch, and are imprisoned. Another peril, as Shadwell warns
Wycherley, is adulterated wine:
you of Stum, Alum and Sloes,
Molassus, Arsnick, Lime, take Dose,
From Roguy Vinter, and do venture

^ For the poem sometimes entitled "The Debauchee" and with the first line "I Rise at
Eleven, I Dine about Two," see Love, Works of Rochester, 21A—IS. Because it is more readily
accessible than manuscript sources, I have used Love's edition whenever possible for poems
by poets other than Rochester when they appear there. The poems cited in this section of
this article,even those that appear in Love's edition, are generally understood by scholars not
to be Rochester's work.
^ Anonymous, "Night Ramble," 84,1. 40.
^ For the [anonymous] poem sometimes bearing the title "The Argument" and beginning
"Say Heav'n-born Muse, for only thou cast tell," see Love, Works of Rochester, 81-85, here 82,
1. 63.
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Your Life, when you in Tavern enter.^'^
The most constant danger is venereal disease. Nearly every poem
concerned with the rake's life mentions the possibility, sometimes in
highly graphic descriptions of the symptoms:
Hucksters you that would bee happy
Have a care of Cunts, that Clapp yee,
'Scape disease of evill Tarshole,
Gout & Fistula in Arsehole
Swolne Codds, colon dscending.
Prick still weeping, never spending.
Pocky Nodes, Carnosityes,
Cunt botches. Gout and stranguryes.^^
Some of the poems discuss means of avoiding the diseases. The
speaker in "The Debauchee/' for example, rather than take the risk,
declines to enter the dangerous paradise:
I send for my Whore, when for fear of a Clap,
I Spend in her hand, and I spew in her Lap'^
But in most of the narrative poems venereal disease is treated as an
eventual inevitability. Etherege, displaying the true rake's fatalism,
acknowledges that even present discomfort is insufficient to deter him
from future risk:
were I still in lantern sweating,
SwaUowing of bolus or a-spitting,
I should forgive each injury
The pocky whores have offered me.
And only of my fate complain

^ "A Letter from Mr. Shadwell to Mr. Wicherley,"in Shadwell,Compkte Works, vol. 5,227—29,
here 228,11. 59-62.
" Anonymous, "Advice to a Cuntmonger," in Love, Works of 'Rochester ["Appendix Roffensis"], 269-70,11.1-8.
^Anonymous, "The Debauchee," in Love,Works ofRocbester^'A^^eadix. Roffensis"], 274—75,
here 274,11. 3—4.
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Because I must from cunt abstain.®

Although many of the rake's personal attributes are antisocial and his
experiences are sordid, the composite picture of him presented in the
court poetry is not satirical, but comic. As I have shown, the rake is
seldom successful; even so, there is a kind of crude gallantry in his
persistence. He is depicted as a bluff, hearty fellow, not particularly
good-natured, with hair-trigger emotions, a dislike for convention, and
litde respect for private property, one who grasps life by the forelock
and, although he is frequendy defeated by it, emerges bloody but
unbowed. In some respects he resembles die character played by W
C. Fields in early twentieth-century films: ill-tempered but ineffectual,
thunderous in his wrath but not frightening, and loveable in spite of
everything. Despite the elements of unconventionality in it, it is in a
sense a sentimental picture.
The self-portrait of the rake I have just exhibited differs strikingly,
as I have already noted, from characters in Restoration drama like
Dorimant, in Etherege's The Man of Mode, or Mirabell, in Congreve's The
Way of the World. But if we are correcdy to understand either the drama
or the non-dramatic poetry of the Court Wits, we must recognize that
these characters and others like them in the contemporary comedy
were created in response to the internal demands of comic form. As
E. E. Stoll remarked in a perceptive essay, "What we have [in "comedy
of manners"] is not the image of the beau monde but an entertainment
to its taste,—a taste, in this instance, moreover, for something in
drama...removed from its own image." ® Comedy thrives on repartee,
so it requires witty young men and women who exchange mock-insults
and double-entendre. Comedy thrives on intricate and surprising plots, so
it requires imaginative plotters. But when it creates the characters it
requires, it displays a picture of contemporary society which is, in Stoll's
words, "though near enough to the actual to be recognizable, pretty
much upside down. It refracts instead of reflecting."^'
Non-dramatic poetry has its internal and generic requirements,
too, and I do not intend to argue here that the picture of the rake I
® "Mr. Etherege's Answer." in Etherege, Poems, 45-45,43,11. 3-8.
^ Elmer Edgar Stoll, "The Beau Monde at the Restoration," Modern Language Notes49 (1934):
425-32, here 431.
" Stoll, "Beau Monde," 432.
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have drawn from the non-dramatic poetry is a precise reflection of the
living rakes in Restoration society.^^ The subject of this essay is the
rake as a literary creation, rather than as a historical figure. What I do
argue is that if we are to understand the rake who appears as the
speaker in most of the Earl of Rochester's satirical poetry, we must
understand that he is more closely related to the composite self-portrait
in the Court poetry than to the witty Machiavels of the comedies.

^ II: Rochester's Satire of Libertinism ^
, Among the Court poets, Rochester was the most thoroughgoing
skeptic, for whom, as Fisher puts it, "the ultimate skeptic's paradox is
to be skeptical of skepticism itself."^^ A libertine takes for granted the
bankruptcy of conventional values, but what of the rakes' own values?
Rochester uses the commonplace rake figure of the conventional Court
poetry as the starting point for a skeptical examination of the mode of
life and the values of the rake. With a satirist's sense of tragedy, he
presents the rake as self-deluded, vicious, and in danger of madness.
Of Rochester's libertine satires, the one most similar to the
common rake poems is his lampoon on King Charles II known as the
"scepter lampoon." In this poem the king is given the role of the
conventional rake figure. Driven by his lusts, he subordinates his own
will to the wills of his mistresses and his genitals:
The pricks of Kings are like buffoones at Court:
We let them rule us 'cause they make us sport.
But his was the sauciest that did ever swive.
The proudest peremtoriest prick alive;
For though religion, liberty, life lay on't
He'd break through all to come to Cunt.^'^
" However, many parallels between the events described in the rake poems and incidents in
the lives of Restoration courtiers can be documented. Besides the story of Rochester's being
swindled by a prostimte that Pepys mentions in his diary (Jhe Diaty of SamuelPepys, 11 vols.,
Robert Latham and William Matthews, eds. [Berkeley; University of California Press,
1970-73], vol. 9, 382), see the biographical appendices to Wilson's Court Satires for several
examples, including the murder of a footboy (241) and an attack on a bawdy-house (295).
Fisher, "Significance," 243.
Love, IPhr/ks of Rochester, 89 [Group-E-Text], U. 18-23.
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T.ilcp the typical rake in court poetry, the king is something of a failure.
Although he is obsessed by sex, his "declining years" make it increas
ingly difficult for him to enjoy. He is ridiculed not only for attempting
sexual feats beyond his abilities, but also for subordinating the
responsibilities of state to his sexual impulses.
In most of his rake poems, Rochester adds a tragic satirical
dimension to his portrayal of the rake. He does so by showing the rake
not as a careless good fellow, as he is in most of the Court poems, but
as a man with a false sense of grandeur, proud of his egotism and blind
to the triviality and sordidness of his life.
In "The Disabled Debauchee," the irony behind the rake's exalted
view of himself is emphasized by mock-heroic touches. The Gondibert
stanza and the opening comparisons of debauchery to war and of the
rake to an admiral establish the speaker's sense of self-importance. The
fact that the rake's defeat by venereal disease and alcoholism is taken
for granted in advance emphasizes his role as cully. Among most
telling stanzas is the one in which he recounts his feats of "important
mischief:
111 tell of Whores attack'd, their Lords at home;
Bauds Quarters beaten up, and Fortress won:
Windows demolish'd. Watches overcome;
And handsome Ills, by my contrivance, done.'®
Like the typical rakes in narrative Court verse, this one has "huffed"
whores and bawds, broken windows, and bullied the watch. But he
speaks of these exploits as if they were military engagements. By
placing the trivial vandalism and hectoring of the rakes in the heroic
context, Rochester emphasizes their triviality.'®
Necessary to the mock-heroic satire in Rochester's rake poems is
an implicit affirmation of traditional, conventional structures of value.
Our feeling that certain deeds (e.g., an attack on a woman in the
Love, Works ofKochester, 44-45, here 45,11.33—36.
" Dustin Griffin,Satirts Against Man: The Poms o/Pocbtster(Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1973), notices that Rochester's treatment of the rake emphasizes his weakness and
vulnerability (77-78). But Griffin supposes that Rochester is unique in this emphasis,
whereas as I have demonstrated above, it is a common element in all court poetry about the
rake. Rochester makes his rake not more vulnerable than the conventional figure, but more
self-deluded and proud.
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absence of her male protector) are cowardly and contemptible depends
on our having a standard of deeds that are brave and laudable. The
comparison of debauchery to war is amusing because we know it is not
just: the war hero suffers selflessly, in defense of higher values,
whereas the debauchee suffers, if he suffers at all, in pursuit of his own
selfish pleasure. When the speaker of the "Very Heroical Epistle in
Answer to Ephelia" describes himself as the center of his personal
universe, we can appreciate the irony only if we have a counter-image
of the universe in mind, one in which relative values are arranged in a
different hierarchy. Thus the speaker's list of the entities he subordi
nates to himself—
In my dear self, I center every thing.
My Servants, Friends, my Mistress, and my King,
Nay Heaven and earth to that one point I bring."
—^is actually a description, in ascending order, of the scale of being
whose traditional and hierarchical values he denies and by which his
egotism is to be judged—^his subordinates, his peers, his beloved lady,
the earthly government, and the order of the cosmos.
The rake's mental set, as we have seen, begins in defiance of
traditional values. But when Rochester, a thoughtful libertine poet who
exercises his skepticism on every subject, turns his satire on the rake's
activities and values, he implicidy reaffirms conventional values. The
incongruities involved in this kind of satire on the rake become acute
in the poem "To the Post Boy," where Rochester assigns to the rake
speaker his own name. The rake Rochester begins in railing, with a
terrible oath—"Son of a Whore, God Damn you!"—to a child who has
done nothing to offend him, merely as a means of opening the
conversation. He boasts of his exploits in the typical rake's extravagant
manner:
I've outswilld Bacchus, sworn of my own make
Oaths would fright furies and make Pluto quake.
I've swiv'd more whores more ways then sodoms walls

^ Love, Works oJRochesler, 95-97, here 96,11. 7-9.
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E'er knew of the Golledge of Romes Cardinalls.^®

What ate these but the typical activities of the rake, the drinking, railing,
and sexual hyperactivity, that we have already examined? And can we
take them seriously as sins when they are linked with a mythology in
which even the orthodox of Rochester's time did not believe—the gods
and furies of classical tradition? The mention of the College of
Cardinals in the same breath with Sodom as a hive of sexual deviance
seems more comic than terrifying. Like the disabled debauchee, the
speaker Rochester refers to the lesions of venereal disease as "Heroick
Scarrs." To appreciate the satire here, as in the earlier poem, we must
believe that real heroic scars have a positive value.
In the next section of the poem, there is a change in the kind of
activities that are described. It is true that, as we have seen in some of
the anonymous "ramble" poems, the rakes sometimes physically abuse
whores who refuse them. But Rochester's claim that he has
Broke Houses to break Chastity and Dy'd
That floor with Murther which my Lust denyd'39
represents an escalation of the level of violence. In others among
Rochester's rake poems, the rake demonstrated pride and folly in
considering his trivial games the eq\aivalent of genuine heroism, but his
acts, however self-destructive they might have been, did small harm to
others. Here the rake has committed murder. And yet even that,
Rochester asserts, pales by comparison to his most serious crimes:
Pox on't, why do I speak of these poor things?
I have Blasphem'd my God and Libelld Kings.^
Rochester has blasphemed God not only in his curses, but also in his
skeptical denial of God's existence. In his poem "Upon Nothinge," he
inverts the traditional myth of the creation and asserts that the universe
rose out of the void;

Love, If^orks o/Recbater, 42-43, IL S-6.
" Love, Wirks of Rochester, 43,11.10-11.
Love, fforhi of Rochester, 43,11.13-14.
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Ere tyme and place weere, tyme and place were not,
When primitive nothinge somethinge straite begot.
Then all proceeded from the greate united what.'*^
Now, as he subjects libertine values to satirical examination, he grants
validity even to the belief in God. Of course, it is obvious that in order
to believe blasphemy wrong one must believe in God. But that is not
all: Rochester asserts that blasphemy and lese-majeste are greater
crimes even than murder. To make such a statement he must implicidy
affirm the entire hierarchy of cosmological and political values he has
denied in "Upon Nothinge."
The speaker in "A Ramble in St. James's Park" resembles the rakes
in more typical "ramble" poems in several respects. For example, he
has embarked on the round of rakish pleasures described in "The
Bailer" or "The Debauchee": having enjoyed an evening of drinking
and trading scandal with cronies, he sets out to "relieve" his drunken
ness with lechery. For another, he describes an incident in which he
attempts, but is cheated of, an assignation (as in "The Night Ramble"
and "A Rambler"). In one respect, however, he exceeds whatever has
been done before by the rakes in the anonymous poems: he rails with
greater wit, spirit, and bitterness than any of his predecessors.
The narrative part of the poem is a story quickly told. The
speaker, having spent the early evening drinking, goes to the park to
seek his mistress. He finds her, but she disdains him, choosing instead
the company of three affected fools. The speaker, outraged, curses her
roundly. The speaker's mistress is guilty of morophilia, the love of
fools, a frequent source of irritation to Restoration rakes. The idea that
lustful women prefer fools to men of sense because the former are
more sexually capable is not a new one in the Restoration, but it
appears regularly in the literature of the court circle. One lampoon is
founded entirely on that idea:
Its plain that Nature does bestow on Fools,
Tho lesser Sence than others; larger Tools:
Which makes all Women, w^ their Tails on Fire,

Love, Works ofRnchesttr, 46-48, here 46,11. 4-6.
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Run aftet Fools, to quench their hot Desire

Insofar as the rakes value their reputations as wits, they avoid associa
tion with fools, even indirectly through the women with whom they are
connected. Of course, the idea that "fool" and "wit" are mutually
exclusive categories is itself open to question. Perhaps the rakes'
insistence on that exclusivity is an indication of their anxiety about it.
It is only the woman's morophilia that arouses Rochester's
speaker's wrath, not her promiscuity. He carefully distinguishes
between "meer Lust," which he says he approves, and Corinna's being
"a Whore, in understanding, / A Passive Pot for Fools to spend in" (11.
101-02). But despite his precision, his reaction to his mistress's folly
seems excessive.
Although the descriptions of St. James's Park and of the three fops
are significant secondary foci, the central action of the poem is the
speaker's railing. This section occupies the final thirty-two lines of the
poem (about one-fifth of the total) and is divided into four sections.
The second of these, proposing a series of impossible conditions,
seems to me the wittiest and most nearly original part of the railing:
But Cowards shall forget to Rant,
School-Boys to Frigg, Old Whores to Paint;
The Jesuits Fraternity,
Shall leave the use of Bu^eiy,
Crab-Lowse, inspir'd with Grace divine.
From Earthly Cod, to Heav'n shall climb;
Physicians, shall believe in Jesus,
And disobedience cease to please us
E'er I desist with all my Pow'r,
To plague this Woman and tondo her.^^
These witty and low conditions reflect the speaker's disappointed
cynicism and his obsession with sex. The juxtapositions of carnal and
sacred—Jesuits / Buggery, heaven / crablouse, Jesus / physi
cians—epitomize the character of the anathema as a whole. The first
Anonymous, "Women's Wisdom" ["Nature do's Strangely Female Gifts dispence"], in
British Library MS. Harleian 7319,264-65,11.15-18.
" "A Ramble in St James's Park," in Love, Works of Rochester,76-80, bete 80,11.143-52.
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of these conditions—"Cowards shall forget to Rant"—^may be the most
telling. The speaker is, of course, ranting himself, and that selfreflective phrase prevents a reader from identifying too thoroughly with
him.
The other three sections of railing reflect the character of the
formal anathema."*^ It is possible, however, that the more immediate
inspiration is not the excommunication rite of the Roman Catholic
Church, but three poems by John Donne. In these three poems, "The
Curse," "The Bracelet," and "The Expostulation," elaborate curses
somewhat similar to the one in "A Ramble in St. James's Park" are
leveled against those who might "profane" the love relationship. The
profaners are condemned to social ostracism, to perpetual infamy, to
disease, to poverty, to a traitor's death, and to hell. Robert A. Bryan
has suggested that in Donne's poems the form of the anathema is a way
of emphasizing the "religious" character of the relationship between
the poet and his beloved. Those who violate it are analogous to
heretics and blasphemers, so they are condemned to the fates appropri
ate to those who commit sacrilege. Rochester's curse in "A Ramble in
St. James's Park" follows the same pattern. The disease is mental
illness (11.135-42), and the social ostracism, poverty, and infamy are to
be brought about by the speaker's destroying the woman's reputa
tion—^by means of "scandals, truth or lies"—and by. his exciting the
jealousy of her future husband. At the conclusion of this action,
Corinna will be
Loath'd, and despis'd, kickt out of Town,
Into some dirty hole alone.
To Chew the Cud of Misery,
And know she owes it all to me.^'
And the "religious" character of the anathema then becomes explicit:
And may no Woman better thrive.
That dares prophane the Cunt I swive.46
" Griffin, Satires, discusses a number of possible sources for the curse of the penis in "The
Imperfect Enjoyment," which resembles this one (99-100).
Love, Works ofKochester, 80, IL 161-64.
" Love, Works of Rochester, 80,11. 165-66.
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Whereas in Donne's cursing poems it was the love relationship that was
sacred, here it is the "Cunt." The juxtaposition of this obscenity with
the concept of sacredness is witty in Rochester's characteristic manner.
But the speaker claims that the cunt is sacred not because it is
Corinna's—as he might in an obscenely witty love poem—^but because
he has consecrated it by "swiving" it! In this all-embracing pride, this
speaker exceeds the self-deluded and self-centered rakes of Rochester's
other libertine poems.
But what distinguishes this rake among Rochester's speakers in his
libertine poems—and, on the other hand, unites him with the rakes in
the poems of other court poets—^is his intensity. His disappointment
at being rejected by his mistress is understandable, but the intensity of
the speaker's reaction carries him to the verge of madness. His rage,
like lust or drunkenness in the conventional rakes, has become
uncontrollable. "A Ramble in St. James's Park," therefore, calls into
question a central principle of the rake's life, his intensity. If a man
makes intensity his life's principle, the poem seems to ask, how far can
he carry it before it destroys his sanity?
The Restoration may be seen as the dawn of the scientific age, a
time of new discoveries in mathematics, astronomy, and medicine; the
time of the founding of the Royal Society; a time when gendemen of
wit and pleasure, from Mr. Pepys to King Charles, took an informed
amateur interest in experiments. It may be useful, though unjustified
by any historical evidence, to view the libertinage of the Court Wits as
a kind of experiment in living. Unrestrained by many of the laws and
customs that applied to ordinary people, they attempted to live as
intensely as possible, indulging every appetite without regard to social
conventions.
Against this hypothetical model, the libertine poetry may be seen
as a series of reports on the experiment. As a group, the poems
provide strikingly negative reports. With few exceptions, they do not
claim that the rake's life is a good life. Instead, they describe the rake
as somefning of a fool—a nuisance to the more sober part of society
and a ^ctim of the predatory part. But it is Rochester who takes most
seriously, and who judges most harshly, the moral position of the
libertine. He insists that the libertine endangers his soul, not only in
the theological sense, but in isolating himself from that contact with
other human beings that makes earthly life bearable. Of the reports on
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the experiment in libertinism, the unhappiest must be his characteriza
tion of this life—^his life—as "the Readyest way to Hell.'"*^

"Post Boy," in Love, Works ofRochester^ 42,1. 2.
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William Hogarth's "Tom Rakewell" with prostitutes in a tavern ("A Rake's
Progress," 1735, plate 3), probably the most famous
representation
of the rake figure, rendered from a critical, middle-class point of view.
Courtesy of Niedersachsische Staats- und Universitatsbibliothek,
Gottingen, Germany.

